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SPORT AND SOCIETY FOR H-ARETE
JUNE 1, 1999
What is the relationship of the World Wrestling Federation to
sport? What is its relationship to other video games in the time
of our video war, appearing daily on the news channels that cry
out for our twenty-four attention?
Yesterday they buried Owen Hart in Calgary. A little over a week
ago in Kansas City Hart fell to his death when a cable holding
him fifty feet above the ring broke. The crowd cheered mightily
as they assumed that what they were watching was another of
those well- choreographed events from the WWF. Pay-for-view had
never seemed so real on this evening billed "Over the Edge."
How many times over the years have you seen some poor guy flying
into the turnbuckle of the ring, head snapping, moaning, and
then flying backwards onto the canvas? Did Owen Hart's fall look
all that different? It did if you were in the front row, but for
those several rows back, it brought cheers as they carried Hart
from the ring. Another stellar performance.
The Hart Family of Calgary has spent several lifetimes in
Professional Wresting. Stu Hart began it all in 1951 when he
bought "Big Time Wrestling." Two of his sons, Owen and Bret,
have become a major attraction on the circuit. Bret at age
forty-two may be the most famous Canadian in the world.
Over the nearly half-century since professional wrestling became
the Hart family business, the scope, scale and nature of the
attraction has changed dramatically, while the essential
formulas remain the same. It certainly is not a sport, but at
the same time those who perform must be great athletes with
excellent conditioning and superb training in the choreography
of these events. This has always been so.
Rasslin is and always has been extreme melodrama. The villains
have been stereotypical caricatures of reality, and the heroes
the practitioners of overstated virtue. During the Cold War one
could chart the course of U.S. Foreign Policy by the evil types
who were paraded through the ring to meet their ultimate
comeuppance from a patriotic American type.
In the new age of the WWF, Turner Sports, and Wrestlemania the
bar has been raised and a number of new characters have emerged.
Perhaps this is necessary in the post-Cold War world in which
the lines are no longer as clear between them and us. Perhaps it

is inevitable in an age of more graphic sex and violence in the
mainstream of public consumption.
Hulk Hogan, Stone Cold Steve Austin, and the Undertaker all
share the spotlight with Bret "The Hitman" Hart, and all share
the over-bulked physique that has become standard issue in
Rasslin. It is no accident that in this age of high ratings on
cable, the most popular toy for boys, G.I. Joe, has also
acquired considerable excess muscle mass and the sculpted look
so often associated with intense weight training and/or steroids
and supplements.
Bigger is better in Rasslin, for G.I. Joe, and for all our
athletes who are put under intense pressure to bulk up by
whatever means necessary to play our games at the highest, and
increasingly even the lowest levels. What is the purpose of the
"red shirt" year for college, high school and middle school
athletes if not a time to develop the muscle mass necessary to
compete?
The cable and studio audience for Rasslin in the 90s is made up
of a large body of young white males who see in the caricatures
of this fantasy an exaggerated image both physically and
behaviorally. The excessive boasting and the overdrawn violence
seem to have a special appeal in a society where white males no
longer reign supreme in the patriarchal world of an earlier
time. This rasslin agenda of frustration can also be seen in the
worlds of militia groups and extreme right politics, in movies
and video games. One might even argue it resonated with some
young voters in Minnesota where rasslin met politics last
November.
One of the most interesting things is how the video game culture
has taken on these same values. The heroes laying waste in
electronic world are every bit as sculpted as those on the
playing fields, and video violence has a finality that can only
be the envy of NATO bombers over Serbia. At the same time the
bombing of Serbia seen on our television screens has all of the
antiseptic quality of a video game.
A few weeks ago MSNBC refused to show the results of the bombing
of a busload of people. The producers felt the graphic nature of
the footage in their possession would be too much for the
American living room. The same night they showed several of
those wonderful little blipping cross hairs followed by an
explosion in deadly black and white. Are we to think that like a
video game or an episode of rasslin on Turner Sports, these

things we see nightly are actions without consequences?
Apparently so, or MSNBC would have no qualms about showing the
full consequences of the blip and the boom.
In a similar vein we seem to prefer much of our sex in fantasy
form. "Sable" is the creation of those in rasslin world who
understand this fact and are willing to exploit it. The
emergence of "Adult" rasslin melodramas can only mean that a new
form of "mud or jello wrestling" has climbed out of the topless
clubs and entered the mainstream of entertainment. It is Rasslin
"Springer Style" and the cable ratings have never been higher.
In the end what we see is a new world of mixed metaphors in
which violence, sex and sport merge: In which video games, video
presentations, and televised sport have shadowy similarities.
Over the years many civilizations have understood and celebrated
the erotic in sport, as they have celebrated the body. These are
ideals to be emulated, not a combination of images to be
distorted and exploited for profit.
The Hart family has always thought of themselves as
practitioners of the sport of wrestling. One wonders if they
still feel that way in the wake of last week's rasslin tragedy.
On Sport and Society this is Dick Crepeau reminding you that you
don't have to be a good sport to be a bad loser.
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